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At the back of my mind was a letter I received this morning
from Doris Thome, Henry Arthur Jones's daughter, saying
she wants to tell me " G. B. S/s story of how it was entirely
due to him that Irving was buried in Westminster Abbey ! "
Obviously, to hear from G. B. S.'s own lips how he arranged
for the Abbey funeral and then declined to go to it must be a
piece of Shavianism which any collector would want to bag.
Going down to Whitehall, I had pondered what conversational
fly to use. Needlessly. The old man landed himself before I
had put the rod together; it was like picnicking on some
delicious bank and leaving the fish to do the rest. What G. B. S.
said went something like this, and if I paragraph it, it is only to
mark the sense and not because there was ever anything like a
pause :
" It's time somebody wrote an article to let the British public
into the secret of that old humbug Irving. In his lifetime he
was looked up to not only as an actor, but as a great figure of
literature and what not, the fact being that he was entirely
illiterate and didn't know Shakespeare's best lines from his
worst. As a producer he was deplorable, and as a manager he
was never any use to me. His principal merit was in making
the public believe that a man who had none of the essential
qualifications for an actor was a great actor. The reason that
Irving when he first appeared in Dublin was hissed for three
weeks was that Barry Sullivan had taught Dublin what to look
for in an actor, and Irving was nothing like it. He had no voice,
and, when you looked closely at him, no face. He set to work
to make himself both, and there was never a moment when he r
wasn't studying how to impress himself on the public. He set
about this as relentlessly as any Hitler or Mussolini.
" It was the fashion at that time for actor-managers to bribe
critics, and Irving tried it on me by proposing to buy The Man
of Destiny. As the best part was written to suit Ellen Terry I
consented, only stipulating for a date, as it was a youthful work
and I didn't want it producing in forty years' time as my latest.
Irving hum'd and ha'd, and said there could always be a para-
graph in the Press. Dropping his voice, he said mysteriously,